He grew to maturity during the war against Fascism, in which at Bletchley Park he was intimately involved, and the, albeit restricted, radicalisation among intellectuals that it fostered, the post-war high tide of Labourism and the Keynesian, social-democratic consensus of the 1950s. He was always interested in class, its creation and its expression, then and now. From his eschewal of student politics at Cambridge to his decision to sit in the Lords as a cross-bencher, he was never explicitly or demonstrably party-political. But he was "a man of the left" with a "broad commitment to the cause of labour". 6 It is to indulge in only a little imaginative license to see Asa after the war sharing the ideal he attributed to a cautious, gradualist trade unionist of his beloved Victorian era, of workers as "full, responsible citizens, exercising an active influence on national affairs and building with care and vision a cooperative commonwealth".
Asa was a historian of his times in his optimism about social progress, his sympathy for the labour movement and his belief that it could play a constructive role in enriching and extending democracy. Centrally and specifically, he wanted to democratise history. He wanted to develop and transform its focus on elites and high politics. He wanted to bring on stage ordinary workers and working-class leaders, their views, their concerns, their culture, their politics, the contribution that labour had made to history. As Noel Annan pointed out in Our Age, that entailed, "challenging the metropolitan account of politics and culture and revealing the richness of urban and regional England". 8 Historians of labour should, Asa conceived, start from the local in putting together a broader picture which transcended but incorporated the parochial. They should insist that not only the labour movement but workers of all kinds more generally should become part of an expanded, renovated social history which integrated the economic, social and political aspects of human existence and which took full account of other disciplines, particularly the social sciences. If the content of history required democratisation, so did its dissemination. This was exemplified in the accessibility and popularity of Asa"s own writings, in labour history as in other fields. It was embodied in his activity in the Workers" Educational Association, the educational wing of the labour movement, which melded seamlessly, as the 1960s and new opportunities arrived, into his modernisation of the curriculum at Sussex and the Open University, endeavours which involved labour history. 9 He was not alone. A small number of academic historians shared many of these concerns and an even smaller minority championed labour history. It had developed initially outside the universities in adult education earlier in the twentieth century. It was identified with the Webbs, the Hammonds, Raymond Postgate and other "amateur" historians, although it had its academic advocates in G.D.H. Cole at Oxford and Beales at LSE. Nonetheless, it found a foothold in the post-war years in universities largely in the provinces. It figured at Aberystwyth, Birkbeck College, Edinburgh, Hull, Keele (then the University College of North Staffordshire), Manchester and Southampton, through the efforts of, among others, David Williams, W.H. Marwick, Eric Hobsbawm, John Saville, Frank Bealey, Bill Challoner and F.C. Mather. It also found favour among a group of scholars in Oxford in which, after his appointment as a Fellow of Worcester College in 1944, Asa came to play a significant role. By the end of the 1950s, a sizeable literature had emerged. 10 The supporters of labour history in Oxford were scattered across the colleges and the Delegacy for Extra-Mural Studies. They benefitted from an optimistic strand of opinion which believed the University could contribute to a better society through adult education, particularly courses for trade unionists, and a modernised, internal curriculum which embraced labour studies. 11 Cole, appointed Chichele Professor of Social and Economic Theory in 1944, was at the peak of his influence and was believed, with some exaggeration, to have the ear of the Attlee government. Asa may not have been "a disciple of Cole". 12 He was drawn to him as the doyen of labour history: "I knew how much the subject meant to Cole and the people with whom I worked in the WEA". 13 He grasped early that academic change did not come automatically or easily. He quickly realised: "Cole had power, and one thing I have really learned about the change from individual activities in history to institutional change, is that it is essential to have some people with power that can make the changes". 
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Given the interest some of them shared in adult education and internal teaching, the present as well as the past of labour, it seemed at one point as if an integrated labour studies might develop. There were, briefly, political conflicts about the position of Communists in the delegacy. Most of the problems arose in relation to the Wedgwood Memorial College, Oxford"s outpost in the provinces, although Asa was a speaker at the scene of one of the flashpoints, the trade union school at Queen"s in 1948. 16 Differences in the perspectives they possessed on history were more pertinent. As a synthesiser who insisted on blending the economic and social with the political and institutional, Asa argued that both Clegg -whose axiom was that an ounce of fact was worth a pound of theory -and Pelling, neglected context and the social and economic dynamics of change in their historical work on the unions and the Labour Party respectively. Clegg, he felt, took particularity and empiricism too far, for example in his emphasis on collective bargaining and his questioning of the reality of a labour movement for much of modern labour"s history. 17 The differences and the shape of future separation can be discerned in Flanders and Clegg"s System of Industrial Relations, for which Asa wrote a chapter in 1952-3. His rich social history, which discussed growth and change in the factory system and the labour force, developments in technology, education, politics, and how industry was perceived, contrasted sharply with the institutional treatment in the remaining five chapters dealing with the law, trade unions, employers, collective bargaining and joint consultation. 18 For the next decade, labour history and industrial relations interacted and overlapped. Thereafter, in an early example of fragmentation, the latter became enclosed in a debilitating institutionalism, "presentism" and imbrication with the imperatives of public policy.
Nonetheless, during Asa"s time in Oxford the group found it possible to collaborate. 19 Asa took classes in economics and politics as well as history. He followed Cole into the WEA where he became Deputy President in 1954 and President in 1958. With Clegg and Pelling he contributed to "Labour Movements since 1815", an optional paper on the Philosophy, Politics and Economics degree. Labour history also encroached on the compulsory PPE paper, "Political and Constitutional History". It featured more strongly on the optional paper in the History School, "British Social and Economic History since 1760", and the University Diploma of Economic and Political Science which was taken primarily by Ruskin College students. 20 He believed some progress had been made in the modernisation necessary to respond to the ethos of the times. The time-consuming, cumbersome mechanisms of change and attachment to tradition of much of the academic body he found frustrating. It was a factor in his move to Leeds. 21 It should be stressed that in the decade after the war, labour history per se constituted one concern and a small part of his output. The two books he published in the early 1950s, the second volume of the commissioned history of Birmingham (1952) and Victorian People (1954) were small but significant stabs at total history. 22 Labour history was embedded in the story, not, as so often had been the case, Hobsbawm pointed out, dismissed as the province of the partisan chronicling of "the ups and downs of obscure organisations". 23 The portrait of Robert Applegarth in Victorian People amply demonstrated that labour people could be both interesting and significant. 24 Asa"s history of Lewis"s, Friends of the People, affirmed his long-term interest in business history, which he always insisted should be considered alongside labour history. 25 Despite his commitment to breadth and insistence on integration in the writing of history, he never subscribed to any school, whether the ascendant Annales or the then embattled Marxists, although trips to France and the USA broadened his concerns. He was an eclectic. Miles Taylor has pointed out the influence on some of his work in the late 1940s -the articles in the Cambridge Historical Journal -of Michael Oakeshott"s antirationalism and anti-collectivism. 26 But, in what were still the conditions of the Cold War, he was an open and tolerant one. At a time when it was difficult to secure articles for Past and Present from non-Marxists, he contributed a challenging paper on middle-class consciousness. 27 Leeds was very different from Oxford. But although some members of staff -Donald Read, A.J. Taylor -were interested in social history, as at Oxford high politics dominated the curriculum. 28 "Asa Briggs" move as professor to Leeds", one young social historian remembered, "was regarded by all of us as a very significant moment". 29 Asa himself recalled the background: "Society and culture were on the eve of the great breakthrough which was to transform attitudes between 1956 and 1960". 30 He referred to Suez, Hungary, the emergence of the New Left, the end of the BBC monopoly and the first stirrings of university expansion. With Maurice Hutt handling much of the administration, Asa was able to chart change in the curriculum -a special paper on labour history was introduced -and research. His longlasting labours bore spectacular fruit with the appearance in 1959 of The Age of Improvement, which fulfilled the promise of a sophisticated, integrated economic, social, political and labour history and popularised it. 31 It became for many the standard history of the nineteenth century and by 2000 it had gone through 84 editions.
It was, however, staff in the extra-mural department at Leeds who provided the main sustenance for labour history and Asa"s desire to facilitate its growth. While general interest was fanned by the new atmosphere, the suborning of Stalinist certainties and the emergence of the New Left, the subject was in decline in adult education where it had first flourished. It was kept going in North Yorkshire largely through the determined efforts of the proselytising extra-mural director, Sidney Raybould, and a talented team of tutors. Asa"s leading role in the WEA constituted a link. So did a new friendship and close collaboration with his contemporary at Cambridge, J.F.C. Harrison, another "scholarship boy" who became Raybould"s deputy director in 1958. 32 Together with Harrison"s colleagues, Tom Caldwell, a student of French history, Des Crowley, a researcher into the early days of the Labour Party, who later emigrated to Australia, Pat Duffy, subsequently a Labour MP, and Edward Thompson, they constituted a Leeds Labour History Group. It was based on a desire to stimulate history from below and restore the common people to elite narratives through scholarly research rather than inspirational tracts. Matters did not stop at Leeds and links were forged elsewhere. 33 This process was taken further through the preparation and publication in 1959 and 1960 respectively, of the two collections, Chartist Studies and Essays in Labour History. The first was edited by Asa, the second by Asa and John Saville, then a lecturer in economic history at Hull University. Both texts are a tribute to Asa"s ability to develop networks and, as he put, "pull things together", not to speak of an unusual ability to deliver the goods. He was not always successful: he claimed Thompson"s contribution to Chartist Studies was handed to him late one night at Leeds railway station, too late for inclusion in the volume. These books are of their time. They remind us of just how uncultivated by scholars the field of labour history was at the end of the 1950s. In accordance with its editor"s historiographical and temperamental instincts, Chartist Studies reflected research in the localities -arguably London and the South-East were relatively neglected -supplemented by Asa"s reflections on the movement"s national impact. In the context of existing work it provided readers with a series of small epiphanies. It introduced an approach which would dominate the study of Chartism until the 1980s. 34 Essays in Labour History, a commemoration of Cole, linked the past with the present and the future. It was a present where labour historians concentrated on the excavation of the nineteenth century and assumed that they would be read by a broad audience of professional and lay readers who were likely to be interested in diverse aspects of labour history. Specialisation and fragmentation were still to come and the two books were reviewed in the quality and labour movement press as well as in academic journals. Both texts reflected the importance of adult education in the emergence of labour history. Three of the contributors to Chartist Studies and four of the Essayists came from extra-mural departments, with Yorkshire well-represented. 35 These collections marked the first stage in the advance of labour history in the 1960s and 1970s. Much remained to be done. At least one favourable reviewer saw many of the essays as overly attached to traditional approaches, and singled out Asa"s contribution on the language of class for the originality of its theme and method. 36 By 1959, the idea of an organisation of labour historians was in the air. Jim Obelkevich has remarked in relation to the Communist Party Historians" Group: "The Labour History Society, though founded in 1958 largely by former CP members, brought together people of very diverse political outlooks". 37 The point about diversity is correct, the rest of the statement is mistaken. Discussion of the possibility of creating a society and the form it might take proceeded among the contributors to Essays through 1958. It was given corporeality by the initiative of the Leeds group, rather than former CP members. Communists such as Hobsbawm and former Communists such as Royden Harrison and John Saville were supportive of the project. They shared Hobsbawm"s estimation of Asa as a force in the profession, an historian who was likely to become even more important and who was on the side of the radical angels. 38 A professor at 34, he was arguably, with Namier"s decease, the best-known historian in Britain, after A.J.P. Taylor and Hugh Trevor-Roper. For their part, the people at Leeds had no doubt that, in a situation where there were differences about historiography and politics, Asa was a unifying figure, indispensable to success: "He was a great inspiration for us. His work was new for us. The history of working people was not respectable academically: that is why Asa was so important -he was respectable". 39 At the initiative of Asa, ably supported by J.F.C. Harrison, who did much of the leg work, and the Leeds group, Royden Harrison at Sheffield and then Hobsbawm at Birkbeck and Pelling at Oxford were brought into the planning process. The SSLH was launched in May 1960 with Asa as its first chair. It was an ecumenical moment and a catholic movement. At and near its inception the Society embraced professional and amateur historians and a minority of industrial relations scholars, political scientists, sociologists and trade unionists. 40 Its primary purpose was to develop labour history in the universities. In a powerful opening address of enduring value, Asa linked the past of labour history to its present. He paid tribute to Cole and Beales: "They established the basis in their universities for much of the recent academic work in this field; work which has come to reinforce the earlier popular tradition". 41 He scrutinised the state of the subject and mapped its future, emphasising the necessity for social histories of labour, including politics but not tied exclusively to it, the need to study the working class in the context of other classes as well as the imperative of an international dimension and comparative labour history.
Royden Harrison reflected twenty years later: "At the time it was evident that he had supplied us with a masterly set of minutes and a valuable agenda. What was still to emerge was that in Briggs we had one of the best philosopher-engineers of the expansion of higher education". 42 To some extent higher education"s gain was labour history"s loss. Asa"s translation to Sussex in 1961 and his subsequent immersion in the challenges of a new university meant that after the early years he played a decreasing role in the Society. 43 After his elevation to ViceChancellor at Sussex in 1967 he stepped down as chair in favour of Hobsbawm, although he remained for a time as president. But we should not overlook his responsibility for establishing labour history in the curriculum at Sussex, to which he was later followed by J.F.C. Harrison, as well as the latter"s former research assistant, Eileen Yeo; or his influence on its progress in other new universities. A line of Sussex graduates -it includes John Belchem, Malcolm Chase, Merfyn Jones, Rohan McWilliam and Richard Price -rendered significant services to labour history. 44 It was an interest which was crowded out by new duties and other enthusiasms but one which never entirely ceased. A brilliant mind always has many, sometimes too many, possibilities. His visit to Australia in 1960 to collect material for Victorian Cities in Melbourne and Sydney was symptomatic of his predicament. Asa influenced the creation of the Australian Labour History Society and began archival research on Chartists in Tasmania which he was never able to take further. 45 He continued to publish short pieces on labour history and he contributed to the Society"s Bulletin into the 1970s, as well as co-editing two further volumes of Essays in Labour History. 46 The Society and the literature went from strength to strength from the early 1960s to the early 1980s. The publication of Thompson"s The Making of the English Working Class was a milestone. A decade after the SSLH"s foundation, Asa referred to "an international boom in the study of labour history", 47 and noted the advance of the field in the universities as well as the growth of the SSLH and its activities. By the end of that decade the Society had 1,000 members. Thereafter, in a less friendly world, less tolerant of the labour movement and less influenced by its diminution as a social force, in times which saw major changes in work, trade unionism, culture, class and higher education, few of them favourable to labour history, retrenchment and then decline set in. It was accompanied by further specialisation among its exponents. 48 The fortunes of labour history constitute an intriguing cameo of the rise and fall of historiographical genres in modern Britain.
Ruminating in the new century, Asa had some doubts about the long-term, beneficial impact of organisations like the Urban History Society, the SSLH, the Social History Society, and the specialist departments and centres which sprouted in universities from the 1970s. He feared that "over-institutionalisation of sub-groups" might have helped to create narrow specialisms and discourage relationships with other branches of history and other disciplines. 49 In face of the present fragmentation of the study of different aspects of labour history, not to speak of other fields of the discipline, and the limited links between scholars researching in different areas, the point has some force. However, the positive part these bodies played in popularising their chosen subjects and integrating their study in more total histories, in the curriculum and in the literature, cannot be ignored and Asa has remained enduringly proud of his contribution in popularising labour history. 50 That contribution was five-fold: he wrote rigorously but accessibly about labour; he integrated histories of labour into multi-facetted, analytical narratives of social history; he reached out to relatively large audiences; he was key to the creation of a significant organisation which facilitated the growth and reach of the subject; and he contributed personally as a university leader to the progress of labour history in higher education. His scholarly work should not be underestimated. In this particular field he may be remembered best as an ideas man and architect, a catalyst for innovation, an organiser and promoter of scholarship.
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